Coinage & Tyranny in Ancient Athens
Though it is generally believed that the first coins of
ancient Athens, the Wappenmünzen (“heraldic coins”),
were minted in the mid-sixth century BCE, the
historical context within which they emerged remains
unclear. Most modern numismatists agree that they
commenced under the authority of the tyrant
Peisistratus. The questions of with what metal the
coins were minted, by whom, and for what reason,
however, pose greater difficulty.

Peisistratid Athens
It is commonly recognized that the tyrant Peisistratus (r.
546-527) was the first to institute coinage in Athens,
though the point at which he did so is uncertain.
Ancient sources attest that Peisistratus was a moderate
ruler celebrated by the people of Athens, very different
in character from those considered “tyrants” today. Key
to Peisistratus’ positive public image were his economic
reforms: He invested extensively in Attica, extending
loans to struggling farmers and providing job
opportunities to citizens in the city. Together, his
initiatives led to increased economic activity, and
therefore monetization, in Athens.
Before coinage, comparatively inconvenient forms of
money, such as kind and bullion, were used. In
addition to their potential bulk, kind and bullion
required measurement by weight, whereas coins could
be counted. As Athens became more reliant upon
money under Peisistratus, the tyrant would have used
his authority to introduce coinage, namely the
Wappenmünzen, as the state-endorsed currency.
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Connection to Tyranny
While the redeemability of the Wappenmünzen was
guaranteed by Peisistratus, magistrates were the ones
to mint. The types employed were of their choosing
and marked their responsibility for an issue. Such
types could have been family badges, symbols of
religious or civic significance, or emblems of other,
unknown meaning. Regardless of the types’
importance, Peisistratus would have allowed
magistrates liberty in marking their issues to curry
favor among them. By permitting them the honor of
moneyer, the tyrant would have appeased potential
enemies and flattered existing allies; he would have
minimized threats to his power and strengthened
essential connections. Thus, the Wappenmünzen were
a means by which Peisistratus maintained his
public image
.

Characteristics of the Wappenmünzen
The Wappenmünzen’s primary denomination, the
didrachm, weighed roughly 8.6 g and was equivalent
to the daily wage of a skilled worker.
The coins were minted of silver, potential sources of
which include the Laurion mines in southern Attica and
the Pangaeus region of Thrace. However, because the
metal alloy is inconsistent, a single origin cannot be
definitively identified.
Wappenmünzen of between eleven and sixteen
obverse types, or frontal images, have been recovered,
with the number varying depending on classification.
These include but are not limited to the Gorgoneion,
triskeles, and wheel.
While their obverse types are not uniform, the incuse
square reverse common to all Wappenmünzen suggests
that the coins be considered as a single series.
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